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into a bed of trenches; instead of dropping seeds from airplanes, it 
drops incendiary bombs over cities; and through gas warfare the 
aura is abolished in a new way.

“)LDW� DUV� Ĩ� SHUHDW� PXQGXV�” says Fascism and, as Marinetti 
DGPLWV�� H[SHFWV�ZDU� WR� VXSSO\� WKH� DUWLVWLF� JUDWL¿FDWLRQ�RI� D� VHQVH�
perception that has been changed by technology. This is evidently 
the consummation of “O ·DUW�SRXU�O ·DUW�” Mankind, which in Homer’s 
time was an object of contemplation for the Olympian gods, now is 
RQH�IRU�LWVHOI��,WV�VHOIĥDOLHQDWLRQ�KDV�UHDFKHG�VXFK�D�GHJUHH�WKDW�LW�FDQ�
H[SHULHQFH�LWV�RZQ�GHVWUXFWLRQ�DV�DQ�DHVWKHWLF�SOHDVXUH�RI�WKH�¿UVW�
order. This is the situation of politics which Fascism is rendering 
aesthetic. Communism responds by politicizing art.

Preface 

When Marx undertook his critique of the capitalistic mode of 
SURGXFWLRQ�� WKLV� PRGH� ZDV� LQ� LWV� LQIDQF\��0DU[� GLUHFWHG� KLV� HɱRUWV�
in such a way as to give them prognostic value. He went back to the 
basic conditions underlying capitalistic production and through his 
presentation showed what could be expected of capitalism in the 
future. The result was that one could expect it not only to exploit the 
proletariat with increasing intensity, but ultimately to create conditions 
which would make it possible to abolish capitalism itself.

The transformation of the superstructure, which takes place far 
more slowly than that of the substructure, has taken more than half a 
century to manifest in all areas of culture the change in the conditions 
of production. Only today can it be indicated what form this has taken. 
Certain prognostic requirements should be met by these statements. 
However, theses about the art of the proletariat after its assumption 
of power or about the art of a classless society would have less bearing 
on these demands than theses about the developmental tendencies 

´2XU�ÀQH�DUWV�ZHUH�GHYHORSHG��WKHLU�W\SHV�DQG�XVHV�ZHUH�HVWDEOLVKHG��LQ�WLPHV�
YHU\�GLɲHUHQW� IURP�WKH�SUHVHQW��E\�PHQ�ZKRVH�SRZHU�RI�DFWLRQ�XSRQ� WKLQJV�
ZDV� LQVLJQLÀFDQW� LQ�FRPSDULVRQ�ZLWK�RXUV��%XW�WKH�DPD]LQJ�JURZWK�RI�RXU�
WHFKQLTXHV�� WKH� DGDSWDELOLW\� DQG� SUHFLVLRQ� WKH\� KDYH� DWWDLQHG�� WKH� LGHDV�
DQG�KDELWV� WKH\�DUH�FUHDWLQJ��PDNH� LW�D�FHUWDLQW\� WKDW�SURIRXQG�FKDQJHV�DUH�
LPSHQGLQJ� LQ� WKH� DQFLHQW� FUDIW� RI� WKH� %HDXWLIXO�� ,Q� DOO� WKH� DUWV� WKHUH� LV� D�
SK\VLFDO� FRPSRQHQW�ZKLFK� FDQ�QR� ORQJHU�EH� FRQVLGHUHG� RU� WUHDWHG�DV� LW�XVHG�
WR�EH��ZKLFK�FDQQRW�UHPDLQ�XQDɲHFWHG�E\�RXU�PRGHUQ�NQRZOHGJH�DQG�SRZHU��
)RU�WKH�ODVW�WZHQW\�\HDUV�QHLWKHU�PDWWHU�QRU�VSDFH�QRU�WLPH�KDV�EHHQ�ZKDW�LW�
ZDV�IURP�WLPH�LPPHPRULDO��:H�PXVW�H[SHFW�JUHDW�LQQRYDWLRQV�WR�WUDQVIRUP�
WKH�HQWLUH�WHFKQLTXH�RI�WKH�DUWV��WKHUHE\�DɲHFWLQJ�DUWLVWLF�LQYHQWLRQ�LWVHOI�DQG�

SHUKDSV�HYHQ�EULQJLQJ�DERXW�DQ�DPD]LQJ�FKDQJH�LQ�RXU�YHU\�QRWLRQ�RI�DUW�µ

Paul Valéry, Pièces sur L’Art, 1931
Le Conquete de l’ubiquite
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of art under present conditions of production. Their dialectic is no 
less noticeable in the superstructure than in the economy. It would 
therefore be wrong to underestimate the value of such theses as a 
weapon. They brush aside a number of outmoded concepts, such as 
FUHDWLYLW\� DQG� JHQLXV�� HWHUQDO� YDOXH� DQG� P\VWHU\� Ħ� FRQFHSWV� ZKRVH�
XQFRQWUROOHG�ĪDQG�DW�SUHVHQW�DOPRVW�XQFRQWUROODEOHī�DSSOLFDWLRQ�ZRXOG�
lead to a processing of data in the Fascist sense. The concepts which are 
LQWURGXFHG�LQWR�WKH�WKHRU\�RI�DUW�LQ�ZKDW�IROORZV�GLɱHU�IURP�WKH�PRUH�
familiar terms in that they are completely useless for the purposes of 
Fascism. They are, on the other hand, useful for the formulation of 
revolutionary demands in the politics of art.

,�

,Q� SULQFLSOH� D� ZRUN� RI� DUW� KDV� DOZD\V� EHHQ� UHSURGXFLEOH�� 0DQĥ
made artifacts could always be imitated by men. Replicas were made 
E\� SXSLOV� LQ� SUDFWLFH� RI� WKHLU� FUDIW�� E\� PDVWHUV� IRU� GLɱXVLQJ� WKHLU�
ZRUNV��DQG��¿QDOO\��E\�WKLUG�SDUWLHV�LQ�WKH�SXUVXLW�RI�JDLQ��0HFKDQLFDO�
reproduction of a work of art, however, represents something new. 
Historically, it advanced intermittently and in leaps at long intervals, 
but with accelerated intensity. The Greeks knew only two procedures 
of technically reproducing works of art: founding and stamping. 
Bronzes, terra cottas, and coins were the only art works which they 
could produce in quantity. All others were unique and could not be 
mechanically reproduced. With the woodcut graphic art became 
PHFKDQLFDOO\�UHSURGXFLEOH�IRU�WKH�¿UVW�WLPH��ORQJ�EHIRUH�VFULSW�EHFDPH�
reproducible by print. The enormous changes which printing, the 
mechanical reproduction of writing, has brought about in literature 
are a familiar story. However, within the phenomenon which we are 
here examining from the perspective of world history, print is merely 
a special, though particularly important, case. During the Middle Ages 
engraving and etching were added to the woodcut; at the beginning 
of the nineteenth century lithography made its appearance. With 
lithography the technique of reproduction reached an essentially new 
stage. This much more direct process was distinguished by the tracing 
of the design on a stone rather than its incision on a block of wood 
RU�LWV�HWFKLQJ�RQ�D�FRSSHUSODWH�DQG�SHUPLWWHG�JUDSKLF�DUW�IRU�WKH�¿UVW�
time to put its products on the market, not only in large numbers 

may be stated as follows: Only war makes it possible to mobilize all 
of today’s technical resources while maintaining the property system. 
It goes without saying that the Fascist apotheosis of war does not 
employ such arguments. Still, Marinetti says in his manifesto on the 
Ethiopian colonial war:

³)RU� WZHQW\ĥVHYHQ� \HDUV� ZH� )XWXULVWV� KDYH� UHEHOOHG� DJDLQVW� WKH�
EUDQGLQJ� RI� ZDU� DV� DQWLĥDHVWKHWLF� ����$FFRUGLQJO\� ZH� VWDWH�����:DU� LV�
beautiful because it establishes man’s dominion over the subjugated 
PDFKLQHU\� E\� PHDQV� RI� JDV� PDVNV�� WHUULI\LQJ� PHJDSKRQHV�� ÀDPH�
throwers, and small tanks. War is beautiful because it initiates the 
GUHDPWĥRI�PHWDOL]DWLRQ�RI�WKH�KXPDQ�ERG\��:DU�LV�EHDXWLIXO�EHFDXVH�LW�
HQULFKHV�D�ÀRZHULQJ�PHDGRZ�ZLWK�WKH�¿HU\�RUFKLGV�RI�PDFKLQH�JXQV��
:DU�LV�EHDXWLIXO�EHFDXVH�LW�FRPELQHV�WKH�JXQ¿UH��WKH�FDQQRQDGHV��WKH�
FHDVHĥ¿UH��WKH�VFHQWV��DQG�WKH�VWHQFK�RI�SXWUHIDFWLRQ�LQWR�D�V\PSKRQ\��
War is beautiful because it creates new architecture, like that of the 
ELJ�WDQNV�� WKH�JHRPHWULFDO� IRUPDWLRQ�ÀLJKWV�� WKH�VPRNH�VSLUDOV� IURP�
burning villages, and many others ... Poets and artists of Futurism! ... 
remember these principles of an aesthetics of war so that your struggle 
for a new literature and a new graphic art ... may be illumined by them!” 

 This manifesto has the virtue of clarity. Its formulations deserve 
to be accepted by dialecticians. To the latter, the aesthetics of today’s 
war appears as follows: If the natural utilization of productive 
forces is impeded by the property system, the increase in technical 
devices, in speed, and in the sources of energy will press for an 
unnatural utilization, and this is found in war. The destructiveness 
of war furnishes proof that society has not been mature enough to 
incorporate technology as its organ, that technology has not been 
VXɷFLHQWO\�GHYHORSHG�WR�FRSH�ZLWK�WKH�HOHPHQWDO�IRUFHV�RI�VRFLHW\��
The horrible features of imperialistic warfare are attributable to 
the discrepancy between the tremendous means of production and 
WKHLU�LQDGHTXDWH�XWLOL]DWLRQ�LQ�WKH�SURFHVV�RI�SURGXFWLRQ�Ħ�LQ�RWKHU�
words, to unemployment and the lack of markets. Imperialistic 
war is a rebellion of technology which collects, in the form of 
“human material,” the claims to which society has denied its natural 
materrial. Instead of draining rivers, society directs a human stream 
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human apparatus of perception at the turning points of history cannot 
be solved by optical means, that is, by contemplation, alone. They are 
mastered gradually by habit, under the guidance of tactile appropriation.

The distracted person, too, can form habits. More, the ability to 
master certain tasks in a state of distraction proves that their solution 
has become a matter of habit. Distraction as provided by art presents a 
covert control of the extent to which new tasks have become soluble by 
apperception. Since, moreover, individuals are tempted to avoid such 
WDVNV��DUW�ZLOO�WDFNOH�WKH�PRVW�GLɷFXOW�DQG�PRVW�LPSRUWDQW�RQHV�ZKHUH�
LW�LV�DEOH�WR�PRELOL]H�WKH�PDVVHV��7RGD\�LW�GRHV�VR�LQ�WKH�¿OP��5HFHSWLRQ�
LQ�D�VWDWH�RI�GLVWUDFWLRQ��ZKLFK�LV�LQFUHDVLQJ�QRWLFHDEO\�LQ�DOO�¿HOGV�RI�
DUW�DQG�LV�V\PSWRPDWLF�RI�SURIRXQG�FKDQJHV�LQ�DSSHUFHSWLRQ��¿QGV�LQ�
WKH�¿OP�LWV�WUXH�PHDQV�RI�H[HUFLVH��7KH�¿OP�ZLWK�LWV�VKRFN�HɱHFW�PHHWV�
WKLV�PRGH�RI�UHFHSWLRQ�KDOIZD\��7KH�¿OP�PDNHV�WKH�FXOW�YDOXH�UHFHGH�
into the background not only by putting the public in the position of 
the critic, but also by the fact that at the movies this position requires 
QR�DWWHQWLRQ��7KH�SXEOLF�LV�DQ�H[DPLQHU��EXW�DQ�DEVHQWĥPLQGHG�RQH�

(SLORJXH

The growing proletarianization of modern man and the 
increasing formation of masses are two aspects of the same process. 
Fascism attempts to organize the newly created proletarian masses 
ZLWKRXW�DɱHFWLQJ�WKH�SURSHUW\�VWUXFWXUH�ZKLFK�WKH�PDVVHV�VWULYH�WR�
eliminate. Fascism sees its salvation in giving these masses not their 
right, but instead a chance to express themselves. The masses have 
a right to change property relations; Fascism seeks to give them an 
expression while preserving property. The logical result of Fascism is 
the introduction of aesthetics into political life. The violation of the 
masses, whom Fascism, with its Führer cult, forces to their knees, 
has its counterpart in the violation of an apparatus which is pressed 
into the production of ritual values.

$OO� HɱRUWV� WR� UHQGHU�SROLWLFV� DHVWKHWLF� FXOPLQDWH� LQ�RQH� WKLQJ��
war. War and war only can set a goal for mass movements on the 
largest scale while respecting the traditional property system. This 
is the political formula for the situation. The technological formula 

as hitherto, but also in daily changing forms. Lithography enabled 
graphic art to illustrate everyday life, and it began to keep pace with 
printing. But only a few decades after its invention, lithography was 
VXUSDVVHG�E\�SKRWRJUDSK\��)RU�WKH�¿UVW�WLPH�LQ�WKH�SURFHVV�RI�SLFWRULDO�
reproduction, photography freed the hand of the most important 
artistic functions which henceforth devolved only upon the eye looking 
into a lens. Since the eye perceives more swiftly than the hand can draw, 
the process of pictorial reproduction was accelerated so enormously 
WKDW�LW�FRXOG�NHHS�SDFH�ZLWK�VSHHFK��$�¿OP�RSHUDWRU�VKRRWLQJ�D�VFHQH�
in the studio captures the images at the speed of an actor’s speech. 
Just as lithography virtually implied the illustrated newspaper, so did 
SKRWRJUDSK\�IRUHVKDGRZ�WKH�VRXQG�¿OP��7KH�WHFKQLFDO�UHSURGXFWLRQ�
of sound was tackled at the end of the last century. These convergent 
endeavors made predictable a situation which Paul Valery pointed up 
in this sentence:

 “Just as water, gas, and electricity are brought into our houses from 
IDU�Rɱ�WR�VDWLVI\�RXU�QHHGV�LQ�UHVSRQVH�WR�D�PLQLPDO�HɱRUW��VR�ZH�VKDOO�
be supplied with visual or auditory images, which will appear and 
disappear at a simple movement of the hand, hardly more than a sign.”

Around 1900 technical reproduction had reached a standard that 
not only permitted it to reproduce all transmitted works of art and thus 
to cause the most profound change in their impact upon the public; it 
also had captured a place of its own among the artistic processes. For 
the study of this standard nothing is more revealing than the nature 
RI� WKH� UHSHUFXVVLRQV� WKDW� WKHVH� WZR� GLɱHUHQW� PDQLIHVWDWLRQV� Ħ� WKH�
UHSURGXFWLRQ�RI�ZRUNV�RI�DUW�DQG�WKH�DUW�RI�WKH�¿OP�Ħ�KDYH�KDG�RQ�DUW�
in its traditional form.

,,�

Even the most perfect reproduction of a work of art is lacking in 
one element: its presence in time and space, its unique existence at the 
place where it happens to be. This unique existence of the work of art 
determined the history to which it was subject throughout the time of 
LWV�H[LVWHQFH��7KLV�LQFOXGHV�WKH�FKDQJHV�ZKLFK�LW�PD\�KDYH�VXɱHUHG�LQ�
physical condition over the years as well as the various changes in its 
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RZQHUVKLS��7KH�WUDFHV�RI�WKH�¿UVW�FDQ�EH�UHYHDOHG�RQO\�E\�FKHPLFDO�RU�
physical analyses which it is impossible to perform on a reproduction; 
changes of ownership are subject to a tradition which must be traced 
from the situation of the original.

The presence of the original is the prerequisite to the concept of 
authenticity. Chemical analyses of the patina of a bronze can help to 
establish this, as does the proof that a given manuscript of the Middle 
$JHV�VWHPV�IURP�DQ�DUFKLYH�RI�WKH�¿IWHHQWK�FHQWXU\��7KH�ZKROH�VSKHUH�
RI�DXWKHQWLFLW\�LV�RXWVLGH�WHFKQLFDO�Ħ�DQG��RI�FRXUVH��QRW�RQO\�WHFKQLFDO�
Ħ�UHSURGXFLELOLW\��&RQIURQWHG�ZLWK�LWV�PDQXDO�UHSURGXFWLRQ��ZKLFK�ZDV�
usually branded as a forgery, the original preserved all its authority; 
not so YLVĦjĦYLV technical reproduction. The reason is twofold. First, 
process reproduction is more independent of the original than manual 
reproduction. For example, in photography, process reproduction can 
bring out those aspects of the original that are unattainable to the 
naked eye yet accessible to the lens, which is adjustable and chooses its 
angle at will. And photographic reproduction, with the aid of certain 
processes, such as enlargement or slow motion, can capture images 
which escape natural vision. Secondly, technical reproduction can put 
the copy of the original into situations which would be out of reach 
for the original itself. Above all, it enables the original to meet the 
beholder halfway, be it in the form of a photograph or a phonograph 
record. The cathedral leaves its locale to be received in the studio of a 
lover of art; the choral production, performed in an auditorium or in 
the open air, resounds in the drawing room.

The situations into which the product of mechanical reproduction 
can be brought may not touch the actual work of art, yet the quality 
of its presence is always depreciated. This holds not only for the art 
work but also, for instance, for a landscape which passes in review 
before the spectator in a movie. In the case of the art object, a most 
VHQVLWLYH�QXFOHXV�Ħ�QDPHO\��LWV�DXWKHQWLFLW\�Ħ�LV�LQWHUIHUHG�ZLWK�ZKHUHDV�
no natural object is vulnerable on that score. The authenticity of a 
thing is the essence of all that is transmissible from its beginning, 
ranging from its substantive duration to its testimony to the history 
which it has experienced. Since the historical testimony rests on the 
authenticity, the former, too, is jeopardized by reproduction when 
substantive duration ceases to matter. And what is really jeopardized 
ZKHQ�WKH�KLVWRULFDO�WHVWLPRQ\�LV�DɱHFWHG�LV�WKH�DXWKRULW\�RI�WKH�REMHFW�

XQHGXFDWHG��ZUHWFKHG��ZRUQĥRXW�FUHDWXUHV�ZKR�DUH�FRQVXPHG�E\�WKHLU�
worries a spectacle which requires no concentration and presupposes 
no intelligence which kindles no light in the heart and awakens no 
KRSH�RWKHU�WKDQ�WKH�ULGLFXORXV�RQH�RI�VRPHGD\�EHFRPLQJ�D�µVWDU¶�LQ�/RV�
Angeles.” Clearly, this is at bottom the same ancient lament that the 
masses seek distraction whereas art demands concentration from the 
spectator. That is a commonplace.

The question remains whether it provides a platform for the 
DQDO\VLV� RI� WKH� ¿OP��$� FORVHU� ORRN� LV� QHHGHG� KHUH�� 'LVWUDFWLRQ� DQG�
concentration form polar opposites which may be stated as follows: 
A man who concentrates before a work of art is absorbed by it. He 
enters into this work of art the way legend tells of the Chinese painter 
ZKHQ�KH�YLHZHG�KLV�¿QLVKHG�SDLQWLQJ��,Q�FRQWUDVW��WKH�GLVWUDFWHG�PDVV�
absorbs the work of art. This is most obvious with regard to buildings. 
Architecture has always represented the prototype of a work of art 
the reception of which is consummated by a collectivity in a state of 
distraction. The laws of its reception are most instructive.

Buildings have been man’s companions since primeval times. 
Many art forms have developed and perished. Tragedy begins with the 
Greeks, is extinguished with them, and after centuries its “rules” only 
are revived. The epic poem, which had its origin in the youth of nations, 
expires in Europe at the end of the Renaissance. Panel painting is a 
creation of the Middle Ages, and nothing guarantees its uninterrupted 
existence. But the human need for shelter is lasting. Architecture has 
never been idle. Its history is more ancient than that of any other art, 
DQG�LWV�FODLP�WR�EHLQJ�D�OLYLQJ�IRUFH�KDV�VLJQL¿FDQFH�LQ�HYHU\�DWWHPSW�
to comprehend the relationship of the masses to art. Buildings are 
DSSURSULDWHG�LQ�D�WZRIROG�PDQQHU��E\�XVH�DQG�E\�SHUFHSWLRQ�Ħ�RU�UDWKHU��
by touch and sight. Such appropriation cannot be understood in terms 
of the attentive concentration of a tourist before a famous building. On 
the tactile side there is no counterpart to contemplation on the optical 
side. Tactile appropriation is accomplished not so much by attention 
as by habit. As regards architecture, habit determines to a large extent 
even optical reception. The latter, too, occurs much less through rapt 
attention than by noticing the object in incidental fashion. This mode 
of appropriation, developed with reference to architecture, in certain 
circumstances acquires canonical value. For the tasks which face the 
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contemplation became a school for asocial behavior; it was countered 
by distraction as a variant of social conduct. Dadaistic activities actually 
assured a rather vehement distraction by making works of art the center 
of scandal. One requirement was foremost: to outrage the public.

From an alluring appearance or persuasive structure of sound 
the work of art of the Dadaists became an instrument of ballistics. 
It hit the spectator like a bullet, it happened to him, thus acquiring 
D� WDFWLOH�TXDOLW\�� ,W�SURPRWHG� D�GHPDQG� IRU� WKH�¿OP�� WKH�GLVWUDFWLQJ�
element of which is also primarily tactile, being based on changes of 
place and focus which periodically assail the spectator. Let us compare 
WKH�VFUHHQ�RQ�ZKLFK�D�¿OP�XQIROGV�ZLWK�WKH�FDQYDV�RI�D�SDLQWLQJ��7KH�
painting invites the spectator to contemplation; before it the spectator 
can abandon himself to his associations. Before the movie frame he 
cannot do so. No sooner has his eye grasped a scene than it is already 
FKDQJHG�� ,W� FDQQRW� EH� DUUHVWHG��'XKDPHO��ZKR�GHWHVWV� WKH�¿OP� DQG�
NQRZV�QRWKLQJ�RI�LWV�VLJQL¿FDQFH��WKRXJK�VRPHWKLQJ�RI�LWV�VWUXFWXUH��
notes this circumstance as follows: “I can no longer think what I want 
to think. My thoughts have been replaced by moving images.” The 
spectator’s process of association in view of these images is indeed 
interrupted by their constant, sudden change. This constitutes the 
VKRFN�HɱHFW�RI�WKH�¿OP��ZKLFK��OLNH�DOO�VKRFNV��VKRXOG�EH�FXVKLRQHG�E\�
heightened presence of mind. By means of its technical structure, the 
¿OP�KDV�WDNHQ�WKH�SK\VLFDO�VKRFN�HɱHFW�RXW�RI�WKH�ZUDSSHUV�LQ�ZKLFK�
'DGDLVP�KDG��DV�LW�ZHUH��NHSW�LW�LQVLGH�WKH�PRUDO�VKRFN�HɱHFW�

;9�

The mass is a matrix from which all traditional behavior toward 
works of art issues today in a new form. Quantity has been transmuted 
into quality. The greatly increased mass of participants has produced 
a change in the mode of participation. The fact that the new mode 
RI� SDUWLFLSDWLRQ� ¿UVW� DSSHDUHG� LQ� D� GLVUHSXWDEOH� IRUP� PXVW� QRW�
FRQIXVH�WKH�VSHFWDWRU��<HW�VRPH�SHRSOH�KDYH�ODXQFKHG�VSLULWHG�DWWDFNV�
DJDLQVW� SUHFLVHO\� WKLV� VXSHU¿FLDO� DVSHFW��$PRQJ� WKHVH��'XKDPHO� KDV�
expressed himself in the most radical manner. What he objects to 
most is the kind of participation which the movie elicits from the 
masses. Duhamel calls the movie “a pastime for helots, a diversion for 

One might subsume the eliminated element in the term “aura” and 
go on to say: that which withers in the age of mechanical reproduction 
is the aura of the work of art. This is a symptomatic process whose 
VLJQL¿FDQFH� SRLQWV� EH\RQG� WKH� UHDOP� RI� DUW��2QH�PLJKW� JHQHUDOL]H�
by saying: the technique of reproduction detaches the reproduced 
object from the domain of tradition. By making many reproductions 
it substitutes a plurality of copies for a unique existence. And in 
permitting the reproduction to meet the beholder or listener in his 
own particular situation, it reactivates the object reproduced. These 
two processes lead to a tremendous shattering of tradition which 
is the obverse of the contemporary crisis and renewal of mankind. 
Both processes are intimately connected with the contemporary 
PDVV�PRYHPHQWV��7KHLU�PRVW�SRZHUIXO� DJHQW� LV� WKH�¿OP�� ,WV� VRFLDO�
VLJQL¿FDQFH��SDUWLFXODUO\� LQ� LWV�PRVW�SRVLWLYH� IRUP�� LV� LQFRQFHLYDEOH�
without its destructive, cathartic aspect, that is, the liquidation of 
the traditional value of the cultural heritage. This phenomenon is 
PRVW� SDOSDEOH� LQ� WKH� JUHDW� KLVWRULFDO� ¿OPV�� ,W� H[WHQGV� WR� HYHU� QHZ�
positions. In 1927 Abel Gance exclaimed enthusiastically:

³6KDNHVSHDUH�� 5HPEUDQGW�� %HHWKRYHQ� ZLOO� PDNH� ¿OPV���� DOO� OHJHQGV��
all mythologies and all myths, all founders of religion, and the very 
religions... await their exposed resurrection, and the heroes crowd each 

other at the gate.”

3UHVXPDEO\�ZLWKRXW�LQWHQGLQJ�LW��KH�LVVXHG�DQ�LQYLWDWLRQ�WR�D�IDUĥ
reaching liquidation.

,,,�

During long periods of history, the mode of human sense 
perception changes with humanity’s entire mode of existence. The 
manner in which human sense perception is organized, the medium 
in which it is accomplished, is determined not only by nature but 
E\�KLVWRULFDO�FLUFXPVWDQFHV�DV�ZHOO��7KH�¿IWK�FHQWXU\��ZLWK�LWV�JUHDW�
shifts of population, saw the birth of the late Roman art industry and 
WKH�9LHQQD�*HQHVLV��DQG�WKHUH�GHYHORSHG�QRW�RQO\�DQ�DUW�GLɱHUHQW�
from that of antiquity but also a new kind of perception. The 
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VFKRODUV�RI�WKH�9LHQQHVH�VFKRRO��5LHJO�DQG�:LFNKRɱ��ZKR�UHVLVWHG�
the weight of classical tradition under which these later art forms 
KDG� EHHQ� EXULHG�� ZHUH� WKH� ¿UVW� WR� GUDZ� FRQFOXVLRQV� IURP� WKHP�
FRQFHUQLQJ�WKH�RUJDQL]DWLRQ�RI�SHUFHSWLRQ�DW�WKH�WLPH��+RZHYHU�IDUĥ
reaching their insight, these scholars limited themselves to showing 
WKH� VLJQL¿FDQW�� IRUPDO� KDOOPDUN� ZKLFK� FKDUDFWHUL]HG� SHUFHSWLRQ�
LQ� ODWH� 5RPDQ� WLPHV��7KH\� GLG� QRW� DWWHPSW� Ħ� DQG�� SHUKDSV�� VDZ�
QR� ZD\� Ħ� WR� VKRZ� WKH� VRFLDO� WUDQVIRUPDWLRQV� H[SUHVVHG� E\� WKHVH�
changes of perception. The conditions for an analogous insight are 
more favorable in the present. And if changes in the medium of 
contemporary perception can be comprehended as decay of the 
aura, it is possible to show its social causes.

The concept of aura which was proposed above with reference 
to historical objects may usefully be illustrated with reference to the 
DXUD�RI�QDWXUDO�RQHV��:H�GH¿QH�WKH�DXUD�RI�WKH�ODWWHU�DV�WKH�XQLTXH�
phenomenon of a distance, however close it may be. If, while resting 
on a summer afternoon, you follow with your eyes a mountain range 
on the horizon or a branch which casts its shadow over you, you 
experience the aura of those mountains, of that branch. This image 
makes it easy to comprehend the social bases of the contemporary 
decay of the aura. It rests on two circumstances, both of which are 
UHODWHG�WR�WKH�LQFUHDVLQJ�VLJQL¿FDQFH�RI�WKH�PDVVHV�LQ�FRQWHPSRUDU\�
life. Namely, the desire of contemporary masses to bring things 
“closer” spatially and humanly, which is just as ardent as their bent 
toward overcoming the uniqueness of every reality by accepting its 
reproduction. Every day the urge grows stronger to get hold of an 
object at very close range by way of its likeness, its reproduction. 
8QPLVWDNDEO\�� UHSURGXFWLRQ� DV� RɱHUHG� E\� SLFWXUH� PDJD]LQHV� DQG�
QHZVUHHOV�GLɱHUV�IURP�WKH�LPDJH�VHHQ�E\�WKH�XQDUPHG�H\H��8QLTXHQHVV�
and permanence are as closely linked in the latter as are transitoriness 
and reproducibility in the former. To pry an object from its shell, 
to destroy its aura, is the mark of a perception whose “sense of the 
universal equality of things” has increased to such a degree that it 
extracts it even from a unique object by means of reproduction. 
7KXV�LV�PDQLIHVWHG�LQ�WKH�¿HOG�RI�SHUFHSWLRQ�ZKDW�LQ�WKH�WKHRUHWLFDO�
sphere is noticeable in the increasing importance of statistics. The 
adjustment of reality to the masses and of the masses to reality is a 
process of unlimited scope, as much for thinking as for perception.

of reaching for a lighter or a spoon is familiar routine, yet we hardly 
know what really goes on between hand and metal, not to mention 
KRZ� WKLV� ÀXFWXDWHV� ZLWK� RXU� PRRGV�� +HUH� WKH� FDPHUD� LQWHUYHQHV�
with the resources of its lowerings and liftings, its interruptions 
and isolations, it extensions and accelerations, its enlargements and 
reductions. The camera introduces us to unconscious optics as does 
psychoanalysis to unconscious impulses.

;,9�

One of the foremost tasks of art has always been the creation of a 
GHPDQG�ZKLFK�FRXOG�EH�IXOO\�VDWLV¿HG�RQO\�ODWHU��7KH�KLVWRU\�RI�HYHU\�
art form shows critical epochs in which a certain art form aspires to 
HɱHFWV�ZKLFK�FRXOG�EH� IXOO\�REWDLQHG�RQO\�ZLWK� D� FKDQJHG� WHFKQLFDO�
standard, that is to say, in a new art form. The extravagances and 
FUXGLWLHV�RI�DUW�ZKLFK�WKXV�DSSHDU��SDUWLFXODUO\�LQ�WKH�VRĥFDOOHG�GHFDGHQW�
epochs, actually arise from the nucleus of its richest historical energies. 
In recent years, such barbarisms were abundant in Dadaism. It is only 
now that its impulse becomes discernible: Dadaism attempted to 
FUHDWH�E\�SLFWRULDO�Ħ�DQG�OLWHUDU\�Ħ�PHDQV�WKH�HɱHFWV�ZKLFK�WKH�SXEOLF�
WRGD\�VHHNV�LQ�WKH�¿OP�

Every fundamentally new, pioneering creation of demands will 
FDUU\�EH\RQG�LWV�JRDO��'DGDLVP�GLG�VR�WR�WKH�H[WHQW�WKDW�LW�VDFUL¿FHG�WKH�
PDUNHW�YDOXHV�ZKLFK�DUH�VR�FKDUDFWHULVWLF�RI�WKH�¿OP�LQ�IDYRU�RI�KLJKHU�
DPELWLRQV�Ħ�WKRXJK�RI�FRXUVH�LW�ZDV�QRW�FRQVFLRXV�RI�VXFK�LQWHQWLRQV�
as here described. The Dadaists attached much less importance to 
the sales value of their work than to its uselessness for contemplative 
immersion. The studied degradation of their material was not the 
least of their means to achieve this uselessness. Their poems are “word 
salad” containing obscenities and every imaginable waste product of 
language. The same is true of their paintings, on which they mounted 
buttons and tickets. What they intended and achieved was a relentless 
destruction of the aura of their creations, which they branded as 
reproductions with the very means of production. Before a painting 
of Arp’s or a poem by August Stramm it is impossible to take time 
for contemplation and evaluation as one would before a canvas of 
'HUDLQ¶V� RU� D� SRHP�E\�5LONH�� ,Q� WKH� GHFOLQH� RI�PLGGOHĥFODVV� VRFLHW\��
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¿OP�KDV�EURXJKW�DERXW�D�VLPLODU�GHHSHQLQJ�RI�DSSHUFHSWLRQ��,W�LV�RQO\�
an obverse of this fact that behavior items shown in a movie can be 
analyzed much more precisely and from more points of view than those 
presented on paintings or on the stage. As compared with painting, 
¿OPHG� EHKDYLRU� OHQGV� LWVHOI� PRUH� UHDGLO\� WR� DQDO\VLV� EHFDXVH� RI� LWV�
incomparably more precise statements of the situation. In comparison 
ZLWK�WKH�VWDJH�VFHQH��WKH�¿OPHG�EHKDYLRU�LWHP�OHQGV�LWVHOI�PRUH�UHDGLO\�
to analysis because it can be isolated more easily. This circumstance 
derives its chief importance from its tendency to promote the mutual 
penetration of art and science. Actually, of a screened behavior item 
which is neatly brought out in a certain situation, like a muscle of a 
ERG\�� LW� LV�GLɷFXOW�WR�VD\�ZKLFK�LV�PRUH�IDVFLQDWLQJ�� LWV�DUWLVWLF�YDOXH�
or its value for science. To demonstrate the identity of the artistic and 
VFLHQWL¿F�XVHV�RI�SKRWRJUDSK\�ZKLFK�KHUHWRIRUH�XVXDOO\�ZHUH�VHSDUDWHG�
ZLOO�EH�RQH�RI�WKH�UHYROXWLRQDU\�IXQFWLRQV�RI�WKH�¿OP�

%\�FORVHĥXSV�RI�WKH�WKLQJV�DURXQG�XV��E\�IRFXVLQJ�RQ�KLGGHQ�GHWDLOV�
of familiar objects, by exploring common place milieus under the 
LQJHQLRXV�JXLGDQFH�RI�WKH�FDPHUD��WKH�¿OP��RQ�WKH�RQH�KDQG��H[WHQGV�
our comprehension of the necessities which rule our lives; on the 
other hand, it manages to assure us of an immense and unexpected 
¿HOG�RI�DFWLRQ��2XU�WDYHUQV�DQG�RXU�PHWURSROLWDQ�VWUHHWV��RXU�RɷFHV�
and furnished rooms, our railroad stations and our factories appeared 
WR�KDYH�XV�ORFNHG�XS�KRSHOHVVO\��7KHQ�FDPH�WKH�¿OP�DQG�EXUVW�WKLV�
SULVRQĥZRUOG�DVXQGHU�E\�WKH�G\QDPLWH�RI�WKH�WHQWK�RI�D�VHFRQG��VR�
WKDW�QRZ��LQ�WKH�PLGVW�RI�LWV�IDUĥÀXQJ�UXLQV�DQG�GHEULV��ZH�FDOPO\�DQG�
DGYHQWXURXVO\�JR�WUDYHOLQJ��:LWK�WKH�FORVHĥXS��VSDFH�H[SDQGV��ZLWK�
slow motion, movement is extended. The enlargement of a snapshot 
does not simply render more precise what in any case was visible, 
though unclear: it reveals entirely new structural formations of the 
subject. So, too, slow motion not only presents familiar qualities 
of movement but reveals in them entirely unknown ones “which, 
IDU� IURP� ORRNLQJ� OLNH� UHWDUGHG� UDSLG� PRYHPHQWV�� JLYH� WKH� HɱHFW�
RI� VLQJXODUO\� JOLGLQJ�� ÀRDWLQJ�� VXSHUQDWXUDO� PRWLRQV�´� (YLGHQWO\�
D� GLɱHUHQW� QDWXUH� RSHQV� LWVHOI� WR� WKH� FDPHUD� WKDQ� RSHQV� WR� WKH�
QDNHG� H\H� Ħ� LI� RQO\� EHFDXVH� DQ� XQFRQVFLRXVO\� SHQHWUDWHG� VSDFH� LV�
substituted for a space consciously explored by man. Even if one has 
a general knowledge of the way people walk, one knows nothing of 
a person’s posture during the fractional second of a stride. The act 
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The uniqueness of a work of art is inseparable from its being imbedded 
in the fabric of tradition. This tradition itself is thoroughly alive and 
extremely changeable. An ancient statue of Venus, for example, stood in 
D�GLɱHUHQW�WUDGLWLRQDO�FRQWH[W�ZLWK�WKH�*UHHNV��ZKR�PDGH�LW�DQ�REMHFW�RI�
veneration, than with the clerics of the Middle Ages, who viewed it as an 
ominous idol. Both of them, however, were equally confronted with its 
uniqueness, that is, its aura. Originally the contextual integration of art 
in tradition found its expression in the cult. We know that the earliest 
DUW�ZRUNV�RULJLQDWHG�LQ�WKH�VHUYLFH�RI�D�ULWXDO�Ħ�¿UVW�WKH�PDJLFDO��WKHQ�WKH�
UHOLJLRXV�NLQG��,W�LV�VLJQL¿FDQW�WKDW�WKH�H[LVWHQFH�RI�WKH�ZRUN�RI�DUW�ZLWK�
reference to its aura is never entirely separated from its ritual function. 
In other words, the unique value of the “authentic” work of art has its 
basis in ritual, the location of its original use value. This ritualistic basis, 
however remote, is still recognizable as secularized ritual even in the 
most profane forms of the cult of beauty. The secular cult of beauty, 
developed during the Renaissance and prevailing for three centuries, 
FOHDUO\�VKRZHG�WKDW�ULWXDOLVWLF�EDVLV�LQ�LWV�GHFOLQH�DQG�WKH�¿UVW�GHHS�FULVLV�
ZKLFK�EHIHOO�LW��:LWK�WKH�DGYHQW�RI�WKH�¿UVW�WUXO\�UHYROXWLRQDU\�PHDQV�
of reproduction, photography, simultaneously with the rise of socialism, 
art sensed the approaching crisis which has become evident a century 
later. At the time, art reacted with the doctrine of l’art pour l’art, that is, 
with a theology of art. This gave rise to what might be called a negative 
theology in the form of the idea of “pure” art, which not only denied 
DQ\�VRFLDO�IXQFWLRQ�RI�DUW�EXW�DOVR�DQ\�FDWHJRUL]LQJ�E\�VXEMHFW�PDWWHU��Ī,Q�
SRHWU\��0DOODUPH�ZDV�WKH�¿UVW�WR�WDNH�WKLV�SRVLWLRQ�ī

An analysis of art in the age of mechanical reproduction must 
GR�MXVWLFH�WR�WKHVH�UHODWLRQVKLSV��IRU�WKH\�OHDG�XV�WR�DQ�DOOĥLPSRUWDQW�
LQVLJKW�� IRU� WKH�¿UVW� WLPH� LQ�ZRUOG�KLVWRU\��PHFKDQLFDO� UHSURGXFWLRQ�
emancipates the work of art from its parasitical dependence on ritual. 
To an ever greater degree the work of art reproduced becomes the work 
of art designed for reproducibility. From a photographic negative, for 
example, one can make any number of prints; to ask for the “authentic” 
print makes no sense. But the instant the criterion of authenticity 
ceases to be applicable to artistic production, the total function of art 
is reversed. Instead of being based on ritual, it begins to be based on 
DQRWKHU�SUDFWLFH�ħ�SROLWLFV.
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:RUNV�RI�DUW�DUH�UHFHLYHG�DQG�YDOXHG�RQ�GLɱHUHQW�SODQHV��7ZR�SRODU�
types stand out; with one, the accent is on the cult value; with the 
other, on the exhibition value of the work. Artistic production begins 
with ceremonial objects destined to serve in a cult. One may assume 
that what mattered was their existence, not their being on view. The 
elk portrayed by the man of the Stone Age on the walls of his cave was 
an instrument of magic. He did expose it to his fellow men, but in the 
main it was meant for the spirits. Today the cult value would seem to 
demand that the work of art remain hidden. Certain statues of gods 
are accessible only to the priest in the cella; certain Madonnas remain 
covered nearly all year round; certain sculptures on medieval cathedrals 
are invisible to the spectator on ground level. With the emancipation 
of the various art practices from ritual go increasing opportunities for 
the exhibition of their products. It is easier to exhibit a portrait bust 
that can be sent here and there than to exhibit the statue of a divinity 
WKDW�KDV�LWV�¿[HG�SODFH�LQ�WKH�LQWHULRU�RI�D�WHPSOH��7KH�VDPH�KROGV�IRU�
the painting as against the mosaic or fresco that preceded it. And even 
though the public presentability of a mass originally may have been 
just as great as that of a symphony, the latter originated at the moment 
when its public presentability promised to surpass that of the mass.

:LWK�WKH�GLɱHUHQW�PHWKRGV�RI�WHFKQLFDO�UHSURGXFWLRQ�RI�D�ZRUN�
RI�DUW�� LWV�¿WQHVV�IRU�H[KLELWLRQ� LQFUHDVHG�WR�VXFK�DQ�H[WHQW�WKDW�WKH�
quantitative shift between its two poles turned into a qualitative 
transformation of its nature. This is comparable to the situation of 
the work of art in prehistoric times when, by the absolute emphasis on 
LWV�FXOW�YDOXH��LW�ZDV��¿UVW�DQG�IRUHPRVW��DQ�LQVWUXPHQW�RI�PDJLF��2QO\�
later did it come to be recognized as a work of art. In the same way 
today, by the absolute emphasis on its exhibition value the work of art 
becomes a creation with entirely new functions, among which the one 
we are conscious of, the artistic function, later may be recognized as 
LQFLGHQWDO��7KLV�PXFK�LV�FHUWDLQ��WRGD\�SKRWRJUDSK\�DQG�WKH�¿OP�DUH�
WKH�PRVW�VHUYLFHDEOH�H[HPSOL¿FDWLRQV�RI�WKLV�QHZ�IXQFWLRQ�

of painting, a crisis which was by no means occasioned exclusively by 
photography but rather in a relatively independent manner by the 
appeal of art works to the masses.

Painting simply is in no position to present an object for 
simultaneous collective experience, as it was possible for architecture 
at all times, for the epic poem in the past, and for the movie today. 
Although this circumstance in itself should not lead one to conclusions 
about the social role of painting, it does constitute a serious threat 
as soon as painting, under special conditions and, as it were, against 
its nature, is confronted directly by the masses. In the churches and 
monasteries of the Middle Ages and at the princely courts up to the 
end of the eighteenth century, a collective reception of paintings 
did not occur simultaneously, but by graduated and hierarchized 
mediation. The change that has come about is an expression of the 
SDUWLFXODU�FRQÀLFW�LQ�ZKLFK�SDLQWLQJ�ZDV�LPSOLFDWHG�E\�WKH�PHFKDQLFDO�
reproducibility of paintings. Although paintings began to be publicly 
exhibited in galleries and salons, there was no way for the masses to 
organize and control themselves in their reception. Thus the same 
SXEOLF�ZKLFK�UHVSRQGV�LQ�D�SURJUHVVLYH�PDQQHU�WRZDUG�D�JURWHVTXH�¿OP�
is bound to respond in a reactionary manner to surrealism.

;,,,�

7KH� FKDUDFWHULVWLFV� RI� WKH� ¿OP� OLH� QRW� RQO\� LQ� WKH� PDQQHU� LQ�
which man presents himself to mechanical equipment but also in 
the manner in which, by means of this apparatus, man can represent 
his environment. A glance at occupational psychology illustrates the 
testing capacity of the equipment. Psychoanalysis illustrates it in a 
GLɱHUHQW� SHUVSHFWLYH��7KH�¿OP�KDV� HQULFKHG� RXU� ¿HOG� RI� SHUFHSWLRQ�
with methods which can be illustrated by those of Freudian theory. 
Fifty years ago, a slip of the tongue passed more or less unnoticed. 
Only exceptionally may such a slip have revealed dimensions of depth 
in a conversation which had seemed to be taking its course on the 
surface. Since the 3V\FKRSDWKRORJ\�RI�(YHU\GD\�/LIH things have changed. 
This book isolated and made analyzable things which had heretofore 
ÀRDWHG� DORQJ� XQQRWLFHG� LQ� WKH� EURDG� VWUHDP�RI� SHUFHSWLRQ�� )RU� WKH�
entire spectrum of optical, and now also acoustical, perception the 
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into the patient’s body, and increases it but little by the caution with 
which his hand moves among the organs. In short, in contrast to the 
PDJLFLDQ�ĥ�ZKR�LV�VWLOO�KLGGHQ�LQ�WKH�PHGLFDO�SUDFWLWLRQHU�Ħ�WKH�VXUJHRQ�
at the decisive moment abstains from facing the patient man to man; 
rather, it is through the operation that he penetrates into him.

Magician and surgeon compare to painter and cameraman. The 
painter maintains in his work a natural distance from reality, the 
cameraman penetrates deeply into its web. There is a tremendous 
GLɱHUHQFH� EHWZHHQ� WKH� SLFWXUHV� WKH\� REWDLQ��7KDW� RI� WKH� SDLQWHU� LV�
a total one, that of the cameraman consists of multiple fragments 
which are assembled under a new law. Thus, for contemporary man the 
UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ�RI�UHDOLW\�E\�WKH�¿OP�LV�LQFRPSDUDEO\�PRUH�VLJQL¿FDQW�
WKDQ� WKDW� RI� WKH� SDLQWHU�� VLQFH� LW� RɱHUV�� SUHFLVHO\� EHFDXVH� RI� WKH�
thoroughgoing permeation of reality with mechanical equipment, an 
aspect of reality which is free of all equipment. And that is what one is 
entitled to ask from a work of art.

;,,�

Mechanical reproduction of art changes the reaction of the 
masses toward art. The reactionary attitude toward a Picasso painting 
changes into the progressive reaction toward a Chaplin movie. The 
progressive reaction is characterized by the direct, intimate fusion of 
visual and emotional enjoyment with the orientation of the expert. 
6XFK� IXVLRQ� LV� RI� JUHDW� VRFLDO� VLJQL¿FDQFH��7KH� JUHDWHU� WKH� GHFUHDVH�
LQ� WKH� VRFLDO� VLJQL¿FDQFH�RI� DQ�DUW� IRUP�� WKH� VKDUSHU� WKH�GLVWLQFWLRQ�
between criticism and enjoyment by the public. The conventional 
is uncritically enjoyed, and the truly new is criticized with aversion. 
With regard to the screen, the critical and the receptive attitudes 
of the public coincide. The decisive reason for this is that individual 
reactions are predetermined by the mass audience response they are 
about to produce, and this is nowhere more pronounced than in the 
¿OP��7KH�PRPHQW�WKHVH�UHVSRQVHV�EHFRPH�PDQLIHVW�WKH\�FRQWURO�HDFK�
other. Again, the comparison with painting is fruitful. A painting has 
always had an excellent chance to be viewed by one person or by a few. 
The simultaneous contemplation of paintings by a large public, such as 
developed in the nineteenth century, is an early symptom of the crisis 

9,�

 In photography, exhibition value begins to displace cult value all 
along the line. But cult value does not give way without resistance. It 
retires into an ultimate retrenchment: the human countenance. It is 
no accident that the portrait was the focal point of early photography. 
7KH�FXOW�RI�UHPHPEUDQFH�RI�ORYHG�RQHV��DEVHQW�RU�GHDG��RɱHUV�D�ODVW�
refuge for the cult value of the picture. For the last time the aura 
HPDQDWHV�IURP�WKH�HDUO\�SKRWRJUDSKV�LQ�WKH�ÀHHWLQJ�H[SUHVVLRQ�RI�D�
human face. This is what constitutes their melancholy, incomparable 
beauty. But as man withdraws from the photographic image, the 
H[KLELWLRQ�YDOXH�IRU�WKH�¿UVW�WLPH�VKRZV�LWV�VXSHULRULW\�WR�WKH�ULWXDO�
value. To have pinpointed this new stage constitutes the incomparable 
VLJQL¿FDQFH�RI�$WJHW��ZKR��DURXQG�������WRRN�SKRWRJUDSKV�RI�GHVHUWHG�
Paris streets. It has quite justly been said of him that he photographed 
them like scenes of crime. The scene of a crime, too, is deserted; it is 
photographed for the purpose of establishing evidence. With Atget, 
photographs become standard evidence for historical occurrences, 
DQG�DFTXLUH�D�KLGGHQ�SROLWLFDO�VLJQL¿FDQFH��7KH\�GHPDQG�D�VSHFL¿F�
NLQG�RI�DSSURDFK��IUHHĥÀRDWLQJ�FRQWHPSODWLRQ�LV�QRW�DSSURSULDWH�WR�
them. They stir the viewer; he feels challenged by them in a new way. 
At the same time picture magazines begin to put up signposts for 
KLP��ULJKW�RQHV�RU�ZURQJ�RQHV��QR�PDWWHU��)RU�WKH�¿UVW�WLPH��FDSWLRQV�
have become obligatory. And it is clear that they have an altogether 
GLɱHUHQW�FKDUDFWHU�WKDQ�WKH�WLWOH�RI�D�SDLQWLQJ��7KH�GLUHFWLYHV�ZKLFK�
the captions give to those looking at pictures in illustrated magazines 
VRRQ� EHFRPH� HYHQ�PRUH� H[SOLFLW� DQG�PRUH� LPSHUDWLYH� LQ� WKH� ¿OP�
where the meaning of each single picture appears to be prescribed by 
the sequence of all preceding ones.

9,,�

7KH�QLQHWHHQWKĥFHQWXU\�GLVSXWH�DV�WR�WKH�DUWLVWLF�YDOXH�RI�SDLQWLQJ�
versus photography today seems devious and confused. This does not 
diminish its importance, however; if anything, it underlines it. The 
dispute was in fact the symptom of a historical transformation the 
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universal impact of which was not realized by either of the rivals. When 
the age of mechanical reproduction separated art from its basis in cult, 
the semblance of its autonomy disappeared forever. The resulting 
change in the function of art transcended the perspective of the century; 
for a long time it even escaped that of the twentieth century, which 
H[SHULHQFHG�WKH�GHYHORSPHQW�RI�WKH�¿OP��(DUOLHU�PXFK�IXWLOH�WKRXJKW�
had been devoted to the question of whether photography is an art. 
7KH�SULPDU\�TXHVWLRQ�Ħ�ZKHWKHU� WKH�YHU\� LQYHQWLRQ�RI�SKRWRJUDSK\�
KDG�QRW�WUDQVIRUPHG�WKH�HQWLUH�QDWXUH�RI�DUW�Ħ�ZDV�QRW�UDLVHG��6RRQ�WKH�
¿OP�WKHRUHWLFLDQV�DVNHG�WKH�VDPH�LOOĥFRQVLGHUHG�TXHVWLRQ�ZLWK�UHJDUG�
WR�WKH�¿OP��%XW�WKH�GLɷFXOWLHV�ZKLFK�SKRWRJUDSK\�FDXVHG�WUDGLWLRQDO�
aesthetics were mere child’s play as compared to those raised by the 
¿OP��:KHQFH�WKH�LQVHQVLWLYH�DQG�IRUFHG�FKDUDFWHU�RI�HDUO\�WKHRULHV�RI�
WKH�¿OP��$EHO�*DQFH��IRU�LQVWDQFH��FRPSDUHV�WKH�¿OP�ZLWK�KLHURJO\SKV��
“Here, by a remarkable regression, we have come back to the level of 
expression of the Egyptians ... Pictorial language has not yet matured 
EHFDXVH�RXU�H\HV�KDYH�QRW�\HW�DGMXVWHG�WR�LW��7KHUH�LV�DV�\HW�LQVXɷFLHQW�
UHVSHFW� IRU�� LQVXɷFLHQW� FXOW� RI��ZKDW� LW� H[SUHVVHV�´�2U�� LQ� WKH�ZRUGV�
RI�6pYHULQĥ0DUV��³:KDW�DUW�KDV�EHHQ�JUDQWHG�D�GUHDP�PRUH�SRHWLFDO�
DQG�PRUH�UHDO�DW�WKH�VDPH�WLPH��$SSURDFKHG�LQ�WKLV�IDVKLRQ�WKH�¿OP�
might represent an incomparable means of expression. Only the most 
KLJKĥPLQGHG�SHUVRQV��LQ�WKH�PRVW�SHUIHFW�DQG�P\VWHULRXV�PRPHQWV�RI�
their lives, should be allowed to enter its ambience.” Alexandre Arnoux 
FRQFOXGHV�KLV�IDQWDV\�DERXW�WKH�VLOHQW�¿OP�ZLWK�WKH�TXHVWLRQ��³'R�QRW�
DOO� WKH�EROG�GHVFULSWLRQV�ZH�KDYH� JLYHQ� DPRXQW� WR� WKH�GH¿QLWLRQ�RI�
SUD\HU"´� ,W� LV� LQVWUXFWLYH� WR� QRWH� KRZ� WKHLU� GHVLUH� WR� FODVV� WKH� ¿OP�
among the “arts” forces these theoreticians to read ritual elements into 
LW�Ħ�ZLWK�D�VWULNLQJ�ODFN�RI�GLVFUHWLRQ��<HW�ZKHQ�WKHVH�VSHFXODWLRQV�ZHUH�
SXEOLVKHG��¿OPV�OLNH�/·2SLQLRQ�SXEOLTXH and 7KH�*ROG�5XVK had already 
appeared. This, however, did not keep Abel Gance from adducing 
KLHURJO\SKV� IRU� SXUSRVHV� RI� FRPSDULVRQ�� QRU� 6pYHULQĥ0DUV� IURP�
VSHDNLQJ�RI�WKH�¿OP�DV�RQH�PLJKW�VSHDN�RI�SDLQWLQJV�E\�)UD�$QJHOLFR��
&KDUDFWHULVWLFDOO\��HYHQ�WRGD\�XOWUDUHDFWLRQDU\�DXWKRUV�JLYH�WKH�¿OP�D�
VLPLODU�FRQWH[WXDO�VLJQL¿FDQFH�Ħ�LI�QRW�DQ�RXWULJKW�VDFUHG�RQH��WKHQ�DW�
OHDVW�D�VXSHUQDWXUDO�RQH��&RPPHQWLQJ�RQ�0D[�5HLQKDUGW¶V�¿OP�YHUVLRQ�
of $�0LGVXPPHU�1LJKW·V�'UHDP, Werfel states that undoubtedly it was the 
sterile copying of the exterior world with its streets, interiors, railroad 
stations, restaurants, motorcars, and beaches which until now had 

primarily in their own work process. In Western Europe the capitalistic 
H[SORLWDWLRQ� RI� WKH� ¿OP� GHQLHV� FRQVLGHUDWLRQ� WR� PRGHUQ� PDQ¶V�
legitimate claim to being reproduced. Under these circumstances the 
¿OP�LQGXVWU\�LV�WU\LQJ�KDUG�WR�VSXU�WKH�LQWHUHVW�RI�WKH�PDVVHV�WKURXJK�
LOOXVLRQĥSURPRWLQJ�VSHFWDFOHV�DQG�GXELRXV�VSHFXODWLRQV�

;,�

7KH�VKRRWLQJ�RI�D�¿OP��HVSHFLDOO\�RI�D�VRXQG�¿OP��DɱRUGV�D�VSHFWDFOH�
unimaginable anywhere at any time before this. It presents a process 
in which it is impossible to assign to a spectator a viewpoint which 
would exclude from the actual scene such extraneous accessories as 
FDPHUD�HTXLSPHQW��OLJKWLQJ�PDFKLQHU\��VWDɱ�DVVLVWDQWV��HWF��Ħ�XQOHVV�KLV�
eye were on a line parallel with the lens. This circumstance, more than 
DQ\�RWKHU��UHQGHUV�VXSHU¿FLDO�DQG�LQVLJQL¿FDQW�DQ\�SRVVLEOH�VLPLODULW\�
between a scene in the studio and one on the stage. In the theater one 
is well aware of the place from which the play cannot immediately be 
detected as illusionary. There is no such place for the movie scene that 
is being shot. Its illusionary nature is that of the second degree, the 
result of cutting. That is to say, in the studio the mechanical equipment 
has penetrated so deeply into reality that its pure aspect freed from 
the foreign substance of equipment is the result of a special procedure, 
namely, the shooting by the specially adjusted camera and the mounting 
RI� WKH� VKRW� WRJHWKHU� ZLWK� RWKHU� VLPLODU� RQHV�� 7KH� HTXLSPHQWĥIUHH�
DVSHFW�RI�UHDOLW\�KHUH�KDV�EHFRPH�WKH�KHLJKW�RI�DUWL¿FH��WKH�VLJKW�RI�
immediate reality has become an orchid in the land of technology.

Even more revealing is the comparison of these circumstances, 
ZKLFK�GLɱHU�VR�PXFK�IURP�WKRVH�RI�WKH�WKHDWHU��ZLWK�WKH�VLWXDWLRQ�LQ�
painting. Here the question is: How does the cameraman compare 
with the painter? To answer this we take recourse to an analogy with 
a surgical operation. The surgeon represents the polar opposite of the 
magician. The magician heals a sick person by the laying on of hands; 
the surgeon cuts into the patient’s body. The magician maintains the 
natural distance between the patient and himself; though he reduces 
it very slightly by the laying on of hands, he greatly increases it by 
virtue of his authority. The surgeon does exactly the reverse; he greatly 
diminishes the distance between himself and the patient by penetrating 
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,W�LV�LQKHUHQW�LQ�WKH�WHFKQLTXH�RI�WKH�¿OP�DV�ZHOO�DV�WKDW�RI�VSRUWV�
that everybody who witnesses its accomplishments is somewhat of an 
expert. This is obvious to anyone listening to a group of newspaper boys 
leaning on their bicycles and discussing the outcome of a bicycle race. 
It is not for nothing that newspaper publishers arrange races for their 
delivery boys. These arouse great interest among the participants, for 
the victor has an opportunity to rise from delivery boy to professional 
UDFHU��6LPLODUO\�� WKH�QHZVUHHO�RɱHUV�HYHU\RQH�WKH�RSSRUWXQLW\� WR� ULVH�
IURP�SDVVHUĥE\�WR�PRYLH�H[WUD��,Q�WKLV�ZD\�DQ\�PDQ�PLJKW�HYHQ�¿QG�
himself part of a work of art, as witness Vertov’s 7KUHH�6RQJV�$ERXW�/HQLQ 
or Ivens’ Borinage��$Q\�PDQ�WRGD\�FDQ�OD\�FODLP�WR�EHLQJ�¿OPHG��7KLV�
claim can best be elucidated by a comparative look at the historical 
situation of contemporary literature.

For centuries a small number of writers were confronted by many 
thousands of readers. This changed toward the end of the last century. 
With the increasing extension of the press, which kept placing new 
SROLWLFDO��UHOLJLRXV��VFLHQWL¿F��SURIHVVLRQDO��DQG�ORFDO�RUJDQV�EHIRUH�WKH�
UHDGHUV�� DQ� LQFUHDVLQJ� QXPEHU� RI� UHDGHUV� EHFDPH� ZULWHUV� Ħ� DW� ¿UVW��
occasional ones. It began with the daily press opening to its readers 
space for “letters to the editor.” And today there is hardly a gainfully 
HPSOR\HG�(XURSHDQ�ZKR�FRXOG�QRW��LQ�SULQFLSOH��¿QG�DQ�RSSRUWXQLW\�
to publish somewhere or other comments on his work, grievances, 
documentary reports, or that sort of thing. Thus, the distinction 
between author and public is about to lose its basic character. The 
GLɱHUHQFH�EHFRPHV�PHUHO\�IXQFWLRQDO��LW�PD\�YDU\�IURP�FDVH�WR�FDVH��
At any moment the reader is ready to turn into a writer. As expert, 
ZKLFK�KH�KDG�WR�EHFRPH�ZLOO\ĥQLOO\�LQ�DQ�H[WUHPHO\�VSHFLDOL]HG�ZRUN�
process, even if only in some minor respect, the reader gains access to 
authorship. In the Soviet Union work itself is given a voice. To present 
it verbally is part of a man’s ability to perform the work. Literary 
license is now founded on polytechnic rather than specialized training 
and thus becomes common property.

$OO�WKLV�FDQ�HDVLO\�EH�DSSOLHG�WR�WKH�¿OP��ZKHUH�WUDQVLWLRQV�WKDW�LQ�
literature took centuries have come about in a decade. In cinematic 
SUDFWLFH��SDUWLFXODUO\�LQ�5XVVLD��WKLV�FKDQJHĥRYHU�KDV�SDUWLDOO\�EHFRPH�
HVWDEOLVKHG�UHDOLW\��6RPH�RI�WKH�SOD\HUV�ZKRP�ZH�PHHW�LQ�5XVVLDQ�¿OPV�
are not actors in our sense but people who portray themselves and 

REVWUXFWHG�WKH�HOHYDWLRQ�RI�WKH�¿OP�WR�WKH�UHDOP�RI�DUW��³7KH�¿OP�KDV�
not yet realized its true meaning, its real possibilities ... these consist in 
its unique faculty to express by natural means and with incomparable 
persuasiveness all that is fairylike, marvelous, supernatural.”

9,,,�

7KH�DUWLVWLF�SHUIRUPDQFH�RI� D� VWDJH�DFWRU� LV�GH¿QLWHO\�SUHVHQWHG�
to the public by the actor in person; that of the screen actor, however, 
is presented by a camera, with a twofold consequence. The camera 
WKDW� SUHVHQWV� WKH� SHUIRUPDQFH� RI� WKH� ¿OP� DFWRU� WR� WKH� SXEOLF� QHHG�
not respect the performance as an integral whole. Guided by the 
cameraman, the camera continually changes its position with respect 
to the performance. The sequence of positional views which the editor 
composes from the material supplied him constitutes the completed 
¿OP�� ,W� FRPSULVHV� FHUWDLQ� IDFWRUV� RI�PRYHPHQW�ZKLFK� DUH� LQ� UHDOLW\�
WKRVH�RI�WKH�FDPHUD��QRW�WR�PHQWLRQ�VSHFLDO�FDPHUD�DQJOHV��FORVHĥXSV��
etc. Hence, the performance of the actor is subjected to a series of 
RSWLFDO�WHVWV��7KLV�LV�WKH�¿UVW�FRQVHTXHQFH�RI�WKH�IDFW�WKDW�WKH�DFWRU¶V�
SHUIRUPDQFH�LV�SUHVHQWHG�E\�PHDQV�RI�D�FDPHUD��$OVR��WKH�¿OP�DFWRU�
lacks the opportunity of the stage actor to adjust to the audience 
during his performance, since he does not present his performance to 
the audience in person. This permits the audience to take the position 
of a critic, without experiencing any personal contact with the actor. 
7KH�DXGLHQFH¶V�LGHQWL¿FDWLRQ�ZLWK�WKH�DFWRU�LV�UHDOO\�DQ�LGHQWL¿FDWLRQ�
with the camera. Consequently the audience takes the position of the 
camera; its approach is that of testing. This is not the approach to 
which cult values may be exposed.

,;�

)RU�WKH�¿OP��ZKDW�PDWWHUV�SULPDULO\� LV� WKDW� WKH�DFWRU� UHSUHVHQWV�
himself to the public before the camera, rather than representing 
VRPHRQH�HOVH��2QH�RI�WKH�¿UVW�WR�VHQVH�WKH�DFWRU¶V�PHWDPRUSKRVLV�E\�
this form of testing was Pirandello. Though his remarks on the subject 
in his novel Si Gira were limited to the negative aspects of the question 
DQG� WR� WKH� VLOHQW� ¿OP� RQO\�� WKLV� KDUGO\� LPSDLUV� WKHLU� YDOLGLW\�� )RU� LQ�
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WKLV�UHVSHFW��WKH�VRXQG�¿OP�GLG�QRW�FKDQJH�DQ\WKLQJ�HVVHQWLDO��:KDW�
matters is that the part is acted not for an audience but for a mechanical 
FRQWULYDQFH�Ħ�LQ�WKH�FDVH�RI�WKH�VRXQG�¿OP��IRU�WZR�RI�WKHP��³7KH�¿OP�
DFWRU�´�ZURWH�3LUDQGHOOR��³IHHOV�DV�LI�LQ�H[LOH�Ħ�H[LOHG�QRW�RQO\�IURP�WKH�
stage but also from himself. With a vague sense of discomfort he feels 
inexplicable emptiness: his body loses its corporeality, it evaporates, it 
is deprived of reality, life, voice, and the noises caused by his moving 
DERXW��LQ�RUGHU�WR�EH�FKDQJHG�LQWR�D�PXWH�LPDJH��ÀLFNHULQJ�DQ�LQVWDQW�
on the screen, then vanishing into silence .... The projector will play 
with his shadow before the public, and he himself must be content to 
play before the camera.” This situation might also be characterized 
DV�IROORZV��IRU�WKH�¿UVW�WLPH�Ħ�DQG�WKLV�LV�WKH�HɱHFW�RI�WKH�¿OP�Ħ�PDQ�
has to operate with his whole living person, yet forgoing its aura. For 
aura is tied to his presence; there can be no replica of it. The aura 
which, on the stage, emanates from Macbeth, cannot be separated 
for the spectators from that of the actor. However, the singularity of 
the shot in the studio is that the camera is substituted for the public. 
Consequently, the aura that envelops the actor vanishes, and with it 
WKH�DXUD�RI�WKH�¿JXUH�KH�SRUWUD\V�

It is not surprising that it should be a dramatist such as Pirandello 
ZKR��LQ�FKDUDFWHUL]LQJ�WKH�¿OP��LQDGYHUWHQWO\�WRXFKHV�RQ�WKH�YHU\�FULVLV�
in which we see the theater. Any thorough study proves that there is 
indeed no greater contrast than that of the stage play to a work of art 
WKDW�LV�FRPSOHWHO\�VXEMHFW�WR�RU��OLNH�WKH�¿OP��IRXQGHG�LQ��PHFKDQLFDO�
UHSURGXFWLRQ��([SHUWV�KDYH�ORQJ�UHFRJQL]HG�WKDW�LQ�WKH�¿OP�³WKH�JUHDWHVW�
HɱHFWV�DUH�DOPRVW�DOZD\V�REWDLQHG�E\�µDFWLQJ¶�DV�OLWWOH�DV�SRVVLEOH�����´�,Q�
1932 Rudolf Arnheim saw “the latest trend ... in treating the actor as a 
stage prop chosen for its characteristics and... inserted at the proper 
place.” With this idea something else is closely connected. The stage 
DFWRU�LGHQWL¿HV�KLPVHOI�ZLWK�WKH�FKDUDFWHU�RI�KLV�UROH��7KH�¿OP�DFWRU�
very often is denied this opportunity. His creation is by no means all of 
a piece; it is composed of many separate performances. Besides certain 
fortuitous considerations, such as cost of studio, availability of fellow 
players, décor, etc., there are elementary necessities of equipment that 
split the actor’s work into a series of mountable episodes. In particular, 
lighting and its installation require the presentation of an event that, 
RQ�WKH�VFUHHQ��XQIROGV�DV�D�UDSLG�DQG�XQL¿HG�VFHQH�� LQ�D�VHTXHQFH�RI�
separate shootings which may take hours at the studio; not to mention 

more obvious montage. Thus a jump from the window can be shot in 
WKH� VWXGLR�DV�D� MXPS�IURP�D� VFDɱROG��DQG�WKH�HQVXLQJ�ÀLJKW�� LI�QHHG�
be, can be shot weeks later when outdoor scenes are taken. Far more 
paradoxical cases can easily be construed. Let us assume that an actor 
is supposed to be startled by a knock at the door. If his reaction is 
not satisfactory, the director can resort to an expedient: when the 
DFWRU�KDSSHQV�WR�EH�DW�WKH�VWXGLR�DJDLQ�KH�KDV�D�VKRW�¿UHG�EHKLQG�KLP�
without his being forewarned of it. The frightened reaction can be 
shot now and be cut into the screen version. Nothing more strikingly 
shows that art has left the realm of the “beautiful semblance” which, so 
far, had been taken to be the only sphere where art could thrive.

;�

The feeling of strangeness that overcomes the actor before the 
camera, as Pirandello describes it, is basically of the same kind as the 
estrangement felt before one’s own image in the mirror. But now the 
UHÀHFWHG�LPDJH�KDV�EHFRPH�VHSDUDEOH��WUDQVSRUWDEOH��$QG�ZKHUH�LV�LW�
transported? Before the public. Never for a moment does the screen 
actor cease to be conscious of this fact. While facing the camera he 
knows that ultimately he will face the public, the consumers who 
FRQVWLWXWH�WKH�PDUNHW��7KLV�PDUNHW��ZKHUH�KH�RɱHUV�QRW�RQO\�KLV�ODERU�
but also his whole self, his heart and soul, is beyond his reach. During 
the shooting he has as little contact with it as any article made in a 
factory. This may contribute to that oppression, that new anxiety 
which, according to Pirandello, grips the actor before the camera. The 
¿OP�UHVSRQGV�WR�WKH�VKULYHOLQJ�RI�WKH�DXUD�ZLWK�DQ�DUWL¿FLDO�EXLOGĥXS�
of the “personality” outside the studio. The cult of the movie star, 
IRVWHUHG�E\�WKH�PRQH\�RI�WKH�¿OP�LQGXVWU\��SUHVHUYHV�QRW�WKH�XQLTXH�
aura of the person but the “spell of the personality,” the phony spell of 
D�FRPPRGLW\��6R�ORQJ�DV�WKH�PRYLHĥPDNHUV¶�FDSLWDO�VHWV�WKH�IDVKLRQ��DV�D�
UXOH�QR�RWKHU�UHYROXWLRQDU\�PHULW�FDQ�EH�DFFUHGLWHG�WR�WRGD\¶V�¿OP�WKDQ�
the promotion of a revolutionary criticism of traditional concepts of 
DUW��:H�GR�QRW�GHQ\�WKDW�LQ�VRPH�FDVHV�WRGD\¶V�¿OPV�FDQ�DOVR�SURPRWH�
revolutionary criticism of social conditions, even of the distribution of 
SURSHUW\��+RZHYHU��RXU�SUHVHQW�VWXG\�LV�QR�PRUH�VSHFL¿FDOO\�FRQFHUQHG�
ZLWK�WKLV�WKDQ�LV�WKH�¿OP�SURGXFWLRQ�RI�:HVWHUQ�(XURSH�
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